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CTF Thunder in Afghanistan

s one might expect, deploy-
A ment orders sending the 25th
Infantry Division (Light) (25th
ID), Tropic Lightning, into combat for
the first time since the Vietnam War
caused great excitement all across the
military community at Schofield Bar-
racks, Hawaii. Unfortunately, even
though the division would deploy into
two theaters, Afghanistan and Iraqg, the
Division Artillery was not on the origi-
nal troop list—we would, it seemed, be
left behind.

However, that all changed on 21 Feb-
ruary 2004 when the Department of the
Army tasked the division to source a
second maneuver brigade headquarters
in Afghanistan. Our commanding gen-
eral tapped the division artillery (Div
Arty) for this mission; we, ultimately,
were known as Combined Task Force
(CTF) Thunder. Suddenly we were on
theteam; wewereelated withthechance
to make a contribution to our nation’s
Global War on Terrorism, abeit in a
non-traditional role.

In just over 90 days, we deployed to
Afghanistan to direct operationsin Re-

- gional Command East as a provisional

infantry brigaderesponsiblefor 16 prov-
inces in the eastern region of Afghani-
stan.

After el ght months of a yearlong tour
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By Colonel Gary H. Cheek

in theater, this article examines the ex-
perience of the 25th Div Arty in Af-
ghanistan and offers some thoughts on
maneuver brigade command for Field
Artillerymen and combined arms war-
riors everywhere.

Understanding the Conflict in Af-
ghanistan. Sun Tzu'smaxim to “know
the enemy and know yourself” issound
advice for any conflict; the war in Af-
ghanistan is no exception. Add to this
the people, weather, terrain, culture,
regional neighborsand ahost of foreign
interests, and Sun Tzu’'s words take on
incredible complexity.

Yet understanding the operational
construct is fundamental to efficiently
applying resources and operations to
achievethe effects necessary to accom-
plish the mission and, ultimately, win
the conflict. This was one of our first
endeavors as a brigade headquarters:
examine the conflict and commit our-
selves to an overarching construct that
would serve as the foundation for our
operations.

“ Seeingtheenemy” might seemsimple
atfirst—Taliban, Al Qaedaandtheother
insurgent el ementswefacedin Afghani-
stan. Yet, what is the enemy center of
gravity? Does one exist with so many
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factions? Does it matter?

In our assessment, we determined the
enemy’ scenter of gravity tobehisradi-
cal ideology—ahbinding force that cen-
terson hatred of the West and servesto
motivate combatants, attract recruits
and, significantly, gain the sympathy
and support of the general population.
We were careful to differentiate be-
tween the violence, Jihad and intoler-
ance of the variousterrorist groups, the
discriminators that made these actors
and their ideology “radical,” and the
more moderate and mainstream inter-
pretations of 1slam by other groups.

| dentifyingthiscenter of gravity drives
home that this war is larger than just
Kinetic operationsagai nstinsurgentsand
their leadership; it is also about the
Afghan people. To be victorious we
must win their trust and confidence
through our actions, reconstruction of
their infrastructure and information
operations (10) that advocate moderate
Islam for the peoplewith apeaceful and
prosperous future for their children.

| would arguethat getting thisright is
essential to success—misunderstand-
ing the enemy drives you to operations
that may do little to further your cause
and, in the end, could even be counter-
productive.

“Seeing yourself” also would seem
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simple enough—
perhapsjustlaying
down the order of
battle for our own
forcesand those of
our allies. Yet,
what stands out as
the center of grav-
ity?

At first blush, we
mightlook for com-
bat force, some
aspect of our ability
to strike the enemy
or someasymmetri-
cal advantage we
haveover our adver-
sary, such as air
power. However,
our assessment is

Tl

andy. We also have
three Afghan Na
tiona Army infan-
try battalions: the2d
and 3d Kandak Bat-
talions and the 23d
Kandak Battalion.
Thisis an infantry
footprint that may
increase as time
goes on.

In addition, we
have eight Provin-
cial Reconstruction
Teams (PRTS) that
areinteragency or-
ganizations fo-
cused on recon-
struction and good
governanceat vari-
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that the Afghan
Government is the
friendly center of

COL Gary H. Cheek, Commander of Combined Task Force (CTF) Thunder, and CPT Tage
Rainsford, Commander of C Company, 2d Battalion, 27th Infantry, listen to village elders
on 20 December 2004 in Waza Khwa, Afghanistan.

ouslocationswith-
inour AO.
We have severd

gravity. This,again,
isimportant, asit directs usto do more
than combat operations against the
insurgents—it directsusto continuously
strengthen the Afghan Government
whileattacking thoseforcesthat seek to
disrupt or destroy it—bethey enemy or
some aspect of the environment.

Asthe government gains strength and
wins the trust and confidence of the
populace, the peoplewill, in turn, deny
sanctuary, support and manpower to
the enemy. The peopl€’ s support isjust
asessential to successasunderstanding
the enemy.

Asfor theenvironment, CTF Thunder
commands the eastern portion of Af-
ghanistan, 16 provinces in an area
roughly the size of the state of lowa.
The terrain ranges from rolling high
desert in the southeast to rugged moun-
tains in the west and mountainous re-
gions in the north with low-lying river
valleys and sparse forests. Overall, the
region is arid, hampered by drought
over the past severa years. Tempera-
turesare significantly impacted by alti-
tudes: lower areas have hot summers
and mild winterswhile the high deserts
across the mountain ranges have hot
summers and cold winters.

Pavedroadsarerare—someprovinces
have none. Riverbeds are the typical
road networks, and such conditions
make for slow road traffic.

Afghan society is tribal, with strong
village structures and elder influences
and ahost of aliances, feudsand disputes
that have been around for generations.

Thetribal society, compartmentalized

terrain and sizeof theareaof operations
(AO) mandates distributed operations
over a nonlinear battlefield. It places
enormous trust in company- and pla-
toon-level commanders as each must
operate independently with great re-
sponsibility.

This construct is the basic foundation
for our operations in Afghanistan: de-
feat the insurgents, strengthen the gov-
ernment and win the trust and confi-
dence of the population. Our goalsfol-
low the doctrinal basis for counterin-
surgency warfare where you seek to
separate guerillas from the popul ation.

We offer the Afghanstremendous ad-
vantages over our adversaries: a
promise of security, good governance,
reconstruction of the war-torn infra-
structure and, above all, apeaceful and
prosperous future. Our adversaries of -
fer threats, destruction of property, op-
pression of variousgroupsand avirtual
guarantee that violence will continue
through many generations. Itisacompel-
ling difference, one that gives us enor-
mous credibility with the Afghan people
asthey seethegenuinesincerity of Ameri-
can policy through our actions.

CTF Thunder: A Study in Diver-
sity. Matched to this operational con-
struct is CTF Thunder’s rather unique
task organization. It consists of three US
infantry battalions: 2d Battalion, 27th In-
fantry (2-271N), 25th Division, the Wolf-
hounds; 3-3MarinesfromMarineCorps
Base Hawaii, America’ s Battalion; and
3-16 IN, 29th Infantry Division (Light),
Virginia Army National Guard, Norm-

other attachments,
but one element we lack is a direct
support (DS) Field Artillery battalion—
although we sharetwo of thefour firing
batteries from our sister brigade to the
south.

That we can bring these diverse units
together and be successful is a tribute
not only to our headquarters, but also to
our incredible teamwork and the versa-
tility of our military.

In addition, we host avariety of other
units and agencies throughout our AO,
eachwithitsownmissions, capabilities
and chain of command. While on the
surface one would see unity of com-
mandissuesfrom suchastructure, much
of thisis obviated by continuous coor-
dinationand unity of effort toward com-
mon goals. It takes continuous empha-
sisto bring units together and continu-
ousoversight of all operationsto ensure
the effects generated by any operation
contributeto the overall strategy for the
region.

Key Lessons. Against this backdrop
of a diverse organization thrust into a
complex operating environment, what
are the key lessons | learned?

War really isan extension of politics.
Inacounterinsurgency conflict, suchas
the one in Afghanistan, the political
aspects of operations are perhaps more
important than the combat operations.
All company-level leaders must devote
considerable energy to engaging a host
of local informal and formal leaders, to
include those who are part of the gov-
ernment as well as tribal elders and
religious mullahs. Influential leaders
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who support coalition efforts contrib-
ute to our overarching goal to separate
insurgents from the population and
strengthen support for the Afghan Gov-
ernment.

IO takes continued, well organized
and synchronized effortsaswell asposi-
tive and continuous relations with both
local and international press. It means
being sensitive to the Afghan culture,
adapting to changesin the environment
and, aboveall, beingforthright and hon-
est in everything we do.

An additional benefit of working ex-
tensively with the local population is
that it builds relationships between the
Soldier and the people, one that engen-
ders adesire within the Soldier to help
the peopl e through both combat opera-
tions and humanitarian assistance. The
Afghan conflict, in essence, isahuman
battlefield where the objectives are not
hills or towns, but rather the people
themselves.

Commit yourself to an operational con-
struct. Through our military schooling,
we are well versed in the orders process
and such mundane, but essentidl , tasksas
mission analysis and the military deci-
sion-making process (MDMP).

Many times leaders are reluctant to
ventureinto identifying the operational
cornerstonesuponwhichthey will build
their plans. Thisis largely because no
leader wants to suffer the embarrass-
ment of fixatingona" center of gravity”
only to be shown that his intellectual
“sword” hasafew -
dings on the edge.

However, com-
mitting yourself to
thisendeavor reaps
some veiled ben-
efitsthat cangreat-
ly enhance opera-
tions. For exam-
ple, supporting na-
tional elections
might seeman odd
fit for a military
force, and some
might say that el ec-
tions rightly be-
longinthedomain
of the State De-
partment or United
Nations. Yet, by
viewing the Af-
ghan Government

celeratethe growth and strength of gov-
ernment leaders and their security ap-
paratus.

Keeping your eye on the center of
gravity keepsyour mind open to oppor-
tunities that might otherwise be hidden
in less sophisticated thinking. In the
case of Afghan Presidential Elections,
the successful elections elevated the
prestige of the government, increased
the confidence of the local police and
the Afghan National Army and greatly
accelerated the growth of all. The elec-
tions were a decisive win with lasting
positive results.

Write terms of reference for senior
leaders. While this is always a good
practice, it isparticularly important for
combat deployments where inevitably
there will be alot of non-standard re-
quirementsand command rel ationships.

For example, we were blessed with a
deputy commanding officer (DCO), an
Infantry officer pre-positioned for bat-
talion command. While there could be
concernsthat addingaDCOwould cause
friction between him and the executive
officer (XO) or even the S3, having
written terms of referencefor key lead-
ers—the DCO, XO, S3 and command
sergeant major (CSM)—hel ped clarify
their roles and responsibilities.

In the end, personalities make a big
difference, but our DCO became the
staff synchronizer and planner, leaving
the XO to focus on logistics and base
operations and the S3 to focus on cur-

rent operationsand near-term planning.
My experience has shown methevalue
of writing terms of reference aswell as
the extraordinary value-added a DCO
provides.

Build teams and relationships for the
future. While thismay seem obvious at
first glance, building teams is key to
success and must start as early as pos-
sible. Continuous, positive contact with
provincial leaders at all levels is like
financial investments—some will pay
bigdividendswhileothersbear nofruit.
Likewise, establishing positive and co-
operative relations with other units re-
duces friction when circumstances re-
quire working together.

The key is that you have to build
relationships to have them when you
need them. A great example of thiswas
when we had three non-combatant
deaths in one of our provinces. The
relationship the battalion commander
had established with the governor of
that provinceproved to bekey in defus-
ing a very difficult situation. Without
that positive relationship, the governor
might have aggravated the situation to
advance his own interests.

The same holds true with joint and
combined combat operations. Welcom-
ing other unitsinto your tent, contribut-
ingforcestotheir operations, providing
support for their operationsand sharing
intelligence all pay off when you need
to include their capabilities in your op-
erations. Such was the case in one par-

ticular operationin
Kunar Provincethat
includedforcesand
assets from no less
than eight separate
organizations.

Commanders and
leaders can't wait
until they need help
to build relation-
ships—by that time,
it'stoo late.

Be positive in all
communi cations—
up and down. A
wise commander
shared an interest-
ing philosophy with
me: “‘Bad mouth’
no one.” His point
was nothing good
comesfromcritical

Photo by CPL Rich Mattingly

as our center of
gravity, wesawthe
electionsasaforc-

. . in January.
ing function to ac-

Marines from 3d Battalion, 3d Marine Regiment, part of CTF Thunder, leap from a CH-47
Chinook helicopter onto the snowy hills of Korangal, Afghanistan, during Operation Spurs

or cynical com-
ments about other
units, leaders or
Soldiers. To that
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end, we established two philosophies
within the Thunder Brigade: First love
your higher headquarters, and second
ensure our own headquarters is adding
valueto the operations of subordinates.

Loving our higher headquarters was
not difficult as its guidance, policies
and productswereall great assetsto our
operationsand itsvarious staff sections
had superbtalent. Positiverelationswith
our higher headquarters fostered in-
creased productivity based upon healthy
relationships between the various staff
principals and their counterparts.

Likewise, our relationships with our
11 subordinate units had to be founded
on actions—not words. We were deter-
mined not to be a headquarters that
focused simply on deadlines and re-
ports. Welistened patiently totheneeds
of our subordinate units and pushed
hard to remedy every issue they had.
Our $A sectionwasaparticularly heroic
section, meticulously tracking every
material request and following it up
until completion.

Positive communications facilitate
cooperation and, in the end, enhance
operations to the benefit of all.

Trust everyone—but keep your pow-
der dry. Conducting brigade-level op-
erationsin an AO the size of lowaisa
bit larger than our doctrine suggests.
Thesize of the AO mandates decentral -
ized operationswith aclear understand-
ing that neither you nor your forces can
be everywhere at once. Brigade-level
operations synchronizing multiple bat-
talionsin our AO arerare. We execute
virtually all operations by allocating
resources and giving guidance. This
places apremium on trust—afforded at
every level of command.

Battlefield circulation becamekey, and
it is how | “keep my powder dry,”
ensuring subordinates are executing
operations within our intent and that of
the Combined Joint Task Force 76
(CJTF-76) Commanding General. |
learned that our subordinates are mag-
nificent in execution and that | gained
more from my experiences with them
than they could have gained from any
“pearls of wisdom” or corrective ac-
tions from me.

In nonlinear operations, a commander
unaccustomedtotrusting hissubordinates
will dtifle initiative and, while he may
ensure perfection of afew missions, he'll
get far lessdone than hewould by giving
guidance, providing resources and trust-
ing hissubordinate leadersto accomplish
multiple missions at once.

8

| learned to trust my instincts as well,
placing myself in operations where |
felt my personal presence would be a
combat multiplier.

Keep thefirein your eye! Spending a
year deployed is along time. As with
any operation of this duration, itisim-
portant to continuously challenge the
organization and its subordinate ele-
ments. The commander should never
becontent withthestatusquo and should
alwaysbelooking for away toimprove
operations and the efficiency of the
organization. Just asimportant, he must
recognize those Soldiers and leaders
who take up the challenge and find new
ways to do business.

Interestingly, innovation is one of the
true virtues of a yearlong deployment.
It took us several months to really un-
derstand the battlefield as well as the
complexitiesof our operations. By con-
stantly pushing innovation, we moved
forward in virtually every area—mea-
suring effects, battle tracking, counter-
strike, intelligence fusion, reconstruc-
tion, good governance, communications
systems, Soldier quality of life, air-
ground integration, public affairs—the
list is unending.

Challenging Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen
and Marines to “keep the fire in their
eye” ensures your unit always moves
forward and, just as important, keeps
your joint troopers excited about the
contributions they are making to the
mission.

Some Thoughts on Maneuver Bri-
gade Command. In the movie Cool
Hand Luke, the warden admonished
Luke, tellinghim*“A man’ sgot to know
his limitations.” That's pretty sage ad-
vice that certainly speaks to me as a
Field Artillery officer commanding an
Infantry brigade in combat. No officer
has perfect experience; all are missing
some job, some experience that would
makethem abetter leader. Not being an
I nfantryman might be enough for many
tosay | am not qualified for my current
position. Fair enough.

But | would say that it begs the ques-
tion: Must an officer bean Infantryman
or tanker to be qualified to command a
combined arms formation at the bri-
gade level? I'll leave the answer to the
Army’s leadership—but | will offer to
our younger audience some thoughts
about my experience and what has
hel ped me the most as an FA maneuver
brigade commander that might help
them in the future.

Service in DS units. | have served in

both general support (GS) and DS FA
units. My DS experience included op-
erations with armored cavalry, mecha-
nized infantry and armor units. Oddly
enough, itdid notincludelightinfantry.
But, my experience with five different
brigade-level commandersandintimate
workings with the staffs at the field
grade level were essential to my ability
to direct a maneuver brigade staff.

Forall FieldArtillery officers, | would
advocate service in DS units. Without
thisexperience, you simply will not fully
understand the complexity and nature
of maneuver operations.

TheSchool of Advanced Military Stud-
ies(SAMS) and the Advanced Strategic
Arts Program (ASAP). SAMS at Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas, added an intel-
lectual edge to my experience base,
giving depth to my understanding of
current operations in the crucible of
military history and theory. Spending a
year studying the profession of arms
enlightened mein theart and science of
war, and the follow-on year as a divi-
sion planner helped me understand the
MDMP and the complexities of war
plans, exercises and operational plan-
ning. These experiences enabled me to
better understand the complex environ-
ment of Afghanistan and lead our staff
through the campaign planning process
for our yearlong deployment.

| also was fortunate enough to attend
ASAPattheArmy War College, Carlisle
Barracks, Pennsylvania. This program
focused on strategic planning and joint
and combined operations. In addition,
it introduced me to emerging warfight-
ing concepts, such as effects-based op-
erations (EBO).

Taken together, these programs offer
officersopportunitiestochallengethem-
selvesintellectually and provide abase
of knowledge for analysis and deci-
sion making.

Observer/Controller (O/C) at the Na-
tional Training Center (NTC), Fort Ir-
win, California. It is hard to beat the
tactical skillsyou develop asan O/C at
any of our Army’s training centers. A
general officer oncetold me, “| thought
| was a pretty damn good battalion
commander until | went to bean O/C at
theNTCandfound out how littlel knew
about our profession.” Truer wordshave
never been spoken as O/Cs stay im-
mersed in tactics, techniques and pro-
cedures (TTPs).

Having spent two years after battalion
command as Wolf 07, | was amazed at
how much | learned about warfighting
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and the synchronization of combined
arms warfare on the battlefields of the
NTC. Thereis, perhaps, no greater pro-
fessional experience for both officers
and NCOsthan to serve as O/Cs at one
of our Combat Training Centers(CTCs).
So you want to be a maneuver bri-
gadecommander ? Itisagreat honor to
serveour nation at atimewhen weface
such an enormous threat. | am grateful
for the opportunity to be part of this
fight in any capacity, and my time asa
Div Arty commander leading an infan-
try brigadein combat isthe highlight of
my career. Our experiencesin Afghani-
stanarerichintheir lessonsand reward-
ing in accomplishments.
Whilethereissome uncertainty inthe
future of Redlegs brigade command
opportunities, | encourageall Field Ar-

tillery officersto “stay the course” and
choosethe path that will makethemthe
best combined arms leaders possible.

From the observation post (OP) to the
battlefield coordination detachment
(BCD), Field Artillerymen are the
Army’s integrators of joint fires and
effects, duties that keep us intimately
involved in combined arms operations.
Asthe Chief of Field Artillery said in
his January-February column, Field
Artillerymenhavea“fed for thebattle—
a deep understanding that we share in-
stantly at every level ... Field Artillery-
men, quite simply, ‘get it."”

The experiences and training you re-
ceive today are what ensure that you
will “getit” and will beessential toyour
development asaleader inthe future—
perhaps of a maneuver brigade.

Colonel Gary H. Cheek commands the 25th
Infantry Division (Light) Artillery out of
Schofield Barracks, Hawaii. He deployed to
Afghanistan for Operation Enduring Free-
dom in June 2004 to command the 25th
Division’s Combined Task Force Thunder,
an Infantry brigade, for 12 months. He also
served as the Senior Fire Support Trainer
(Wolf07) at the National Training Center,
Fort Irwin, California. Other assignments
include commanding the 1st Battalion, 9th
Field Artillery (1-9 FA), 3d Infantry Division
(Mechanized), Fort Stewart, Georgia; and
serving as Executive Officer of the 1-41 FA
and G3 Plans Officer, both in the 24th Infan-
try Division (Mechanized) at Fort Stewart;
and Exchange Officer in the Canadian Field
Artillery School atthe Canadian Forces Base
Gagetown, New Brunswick, Canada. He
commanded A/2-28 FA, part of the 210th
Field Artillery Brigade, VIl Corps, Germany.

M777 Starts Fielding in the 11th Marines

The new M777 light-
weight 155-mm towed

ity and lethality. The

howitzer will begin Marine

fielding in May to the Unit Location M-NET O-NET

3d Battalion, 11th Ma- EY05

rines at Twentyni ne 11th 29 Palms, CA May 05 May 05

Palms, California. 11th Camp Pendleton, CA  Aug 05 Aug 05
. FY06

_The M777 is replac- EEAP 29 Palms Feb06  N/A

ing the aging 155-mm 11th Camp Pendleton May 06  May 06

towed M 198 howitzer. 10th Camp Lejeune, NC Jun 06 Jun 06

Some of the M777's 10th Camp Lejeune Jul 06 Aug 06

greatest improvements 10th Camp Lejeune Sep 06 Sep 06

areinitsmobility, trans- FYO7

portability, survivabil- 10th Camp Lejeune Oct 06 Oct 06

5th SBCT Schofield Barracks, HI Dec 06 Dec 06

M777 can be emplaced
and ready tofirein less
than two minutes, which
issignificantly fasterthan
the M198.

Legend:

EEAP = Enhanced Equipment Allowance Pool

SBCT = Stryker Brigade Combat Team

M-NET = Maintenance New Equipment Training
O-NET = Operations New Equipment Training

The new weapon can

trol system (DFCS). The
DFCS provides the howit-
zer highly accurate self-lo-
cation and directional con-
trol. With the introduction
of DFCS, the battery only
requiressurvey control points
toinitialize the system.

Thesection chief will have
anavigational aidinsidethe
cab, and the weapon has an
onboard single-channel
ground and airborne radio
system (SINCGARS) and
amplifier for digital commu-
nications. This provides
greater flexibility for the
howitzer, which no longer
will be tied to wire commu-
nications.

The M777A1 provides

be rapidly displaced
withintwotothreemin-

Current Fielding Schedule for the M777

commanders greater flex-
ibility in getting to thefight,

utes, allowing the bat-
tery to shoot and move before the
enemy canreturnfire. Itslight weight
(less than 10,000 pounds) and inde-
pendent suspension allow the
weapon to travel over rougher ter-
rain (worldwide, that amounts to
about 30 percent more terrain) and
be sling-loaded under more aircraft
than the M198.

Itfiresall current and planned 155-
mm munitions. Although its max
rangeisstill 30,000 meterswith cur-

rent rocket-assisted projectiles, that
range will extend to more than 37,000
meterswhen firing the new global posi-
tioning system/inertial navigation unit
(GPS/INU) precision-guided Excalibur
munition. The max rate of fireis four
rounds per minute while the sustained
rate is two rounds per minute.

Within ayear of theinitial M777 de-
liveries, both the Marine Corps and
Army will start taking delivery of the
M777A1, which addsadigital fire con-

carrying out their missions
and quickly moving to safe
locationsto carry out subsequent mis-
sions.

If units have questions, they can
call meat theM 777 New Equipment
Training Team (NETT) at Fort Sill,
Oklahoma: Commercial (580) 442-
4418/5301; the DSN prefix is 639.
Units can email me with their ques-
tions: waco.lane@sill.army.mil.

Capt Waco Lane, USMC
XO, M777 NETT, Fort Sill, OK
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